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      Zzzt-pop. Zzzt-pop.

      Each flicker from the fluorescent light in the storage room drove another spike into Emily's skull. She pressed her palms against her eyes for a moment, then sighed, trying not to breathe in the basement’s less than fragrant odor of wet wool and industrial bleach, or the faint tang of musty clothes.

      "Careful with that box, Em," Amelia grunted, sliding a crate of canned peaches across the concrete floor. "Bottom's rotting out. If we lose the peaches, the Tuesday night crew will riot."

      "I got it," Emily said, wiping a smudge of dust from her cheek with her shoulder. She hoisted a box of donated winter coats onto the metal shelving unit. It was heavy, awkward, and smelled like mothballs.

      But she loved it.

      She loved the lack of pretense. No one here gave a flying rat's ass about her last name or her mother's social calendar. Here, she was just Em, who could de-escalate a fight over a bunk in seconds and organize the pantry like a quartermaster.

      Ripping open the top of the box, she snorted. Right on top lay a pristine, white cashmere coat with the tags still on. Soft, expensive, it was utterly impractical for real life. "Look at this. Who donates white cashmere to a homeless shelter?"

      Amelia leaned on her broom. "Someone who’s never actually met a poor person?”

      Emily shoved it aside, digging for the sturdy parkas beneath. "I’ll take it to the consignment shop down the street. We can trade it for fifty pairs of thermal socks."

      Her wrist unit vibrated. Not the gentle buzz of a text, but the jarring, teeth-rattling pulse of a Priority Alert. Frowning, she dropped the parka to shake her wrist, but the vibration refused to stop. It was the specific, high-pitched ping reserved for government emergencies.

      "Is that you?" Amelia asked, looking at her own silent wrist unit. "Is there a weather warning?"

      "I don't know." Peeling off her work glove, Emily tapped the screen. The damn thing had better not be on the blink again.

      The holographic display flared to life, projecting a gold-and-black crest into the dusty air of the storage room. The symbol was sharp, aggressive… stylized wings wrapping around a planet. Her eyes widened as she recognised it. It was the symbol of the Latharian Empire.

      CANDIDATE: EVANS, EMILY J.STATUS: MATCH CONFIRMED.CLEARANCE: ULTRAVIOLET.IMMEDIATE TRANSPORT REQUIRED.

      The breath left her lungs in a rush. She stared at the floating letters, but her brain refused to process them.

      "Uh, Em?" Amelia peered over her shoulder at the holographic projection hovering above her wrist. "Is that... is the alien thing? The mate program?”

      "It’s spam," she said. The crest rotated slowly. "I must have clicked a bad link on the supplier manifesto or something.”

      She tapped ‘dismiss’.

      The message didn't vanish. Instead, the unit buzzed—a harsh, angry error tone and the text shifted, scrolling rapidly.

      CANDIDATE: EVANS, EMILY J.

      GENETIC MARKERS: VERIFIED.

      SOURCE: CLINICAL SAMPLE 44-B [REF: DR. ALLINSON].

      STATUS: MATCH CONFIRMED.

      "Dr. Allinson?” She froze, her finger hovering over the screen.

      "Who's Dr. Allinson?” Amelia asked, stepping closer, her brow furrowed. "Your doctor?"

      “No. He’s my mother’s doctor."

      Her stomach bottomed out, and the scent of bleach and stale peaches vanished.

      “Shit, the blood draw…” She’d thought it was a lot of vials for a cholesterol check.

      The appointment had been three weeks ago and her mother had been insistent… “It’s just a preventative screening, Emily. It runs in the family. Do it for my peace of mind.”

      "No," she breathed. "No, she wouldn't."

      She jabbed at the screen again, harder this time. "Cancel. Opt out. Delete."

      ERROR, the screen flashed red. CONTRACT FINALIZED BY PROXY: MIRANDA EVANS.

      The text vanished, replaced by a countdown timer ticking down with terrifying speed.

      TRANSPORT ARRIVAL: 45 MINUTES.

      "Forty-five minutes?" Amelia looked from the screen to Emily’s face, her expression shifting from confusion to alarm. "Emily, that’s an official transport code. Look at the clearance level. That’s not a glitches-and-spam kind of thing. That’s a 'they come with guns' kind of thing."

      Emily stared at the name glowing on her wrist.

      Miranda Evans.

      Her mother.

      Shit. Now everything made sense… The sudden interest in Emily’s schedule, the cryptic comments about the upcoming Gala for Interstellar Relations, the way her mother had looked at her last Sunday⁠—

      "You need to get out of here," Amelia said, looking at the timer. "If that thing is real..."

      "Oh, it's real." Emily grabbed her bag from the hook on the wall, moving on pure adrenaline now. "And I'm going to go strangle the person responsible."

      "You're going to your mom's?"

      "No. She’s three star systems away on a cruise. Which is typical when she's thrown the cat in among the pigeons." She shoved her arms into her jacket. "I’m going down to that office, and I’m going to scream until someone voids this damn contract or calls the police."
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        * * *

      

      The Latharian Mate Program headquarters was a tower of glass and steel that rose from the city center like a middle finger to the surrounding architecture. It screamed money and power to anyone who glanced its way.

      Emily didn’t care. She stormed through the automatic doors, ignoring the startled looks from the perfectly groomed women in the waiting area. Marching straight to the reception desk, she slapped her wrist unit down on the polished marble.

      The receptionist, a woman whose skin was so flawless it looked synthetic, blinked slowly. "Welcome to the LMP. How may I⁠—"

      "You can explain why I just got a draft notice," Emily cut her off, voice trembling with adrenaline. "My name is Emily Evans. I did not sign up. I did not consent. And I want this file deleted. Now."

      The receptionist’s polite smile faltered. She glanced down at the console, her fingers flying across the keys. "Evans... Evans..."

      Her fingers stopped, and the color drained from her face so fast it was alarming. She didn't look up. She didn't speak. She just pressed a button under the desk. A silent, red light began to pulse on the wall behind her.

      "Ms. Evans," the receptionist said, her voice breathless and entirely different than before. "Please. Step away from the exit."

      "I'm not stepping anywhere until you cancel this."

      "I... I can’t do that. You need to come with me." The receptionist stood up, smoothing her skirt with shaking hands. She gestured toward a set of heavy, frosted glass doors to the right of the desk. "Immediately."

      "I'm not going in the back," Emily said, planting her feet. "I want to speak to a supervisor out here. Where everyone can see me.”

      Two security guards materialized from the shadows of the lobby. They weren't the usual rent-a-cops. These men were armed with kinetic stunners and wore the insignia of the Interstellar Liaison Office.

      "Ms. Evans," one of them said, his tone leaving no room for argument. "This way."

      Her stomach dropped. This wasn't a clerical error. Clerical errors didn't get you flanked by armed guards.

      She let them escort her through the doors, down a silent corridor, and into an interrogation room masquerading as a VIP lounge. The walls were tasteful beige, the chairs were plush leather, but there were no windows, and the door locked with a heavy, magnetic thud behind her.

      She paced. She checked her wrist unit.

      15 MINUTES.

      The door hissed open.

      A man walked in. Short and balding, he wore a designer suit and had a datapad tucked under his arm.

      "Ms. Evans," he said, not offering a hand. "I’m Director Haynes. Please, sit."

      "I’ll stand," Emily said, crossing her arms over her chest. "Director, my mother forged my signature. I am a social worker. I have a life. I am not interested in being shipped off to some colony world to breed with a warrior who can’t subtract without using his fingers. Void the match."

      Haynes sighed, tapping his datapad. "It’s not that simple, I’m afraid. The initial screening was... irregular, yes. But the genetic markers were a definitive positive. The match has been logged in the Imperial Mainframe."

      "I don't care about the mainframe. I care about habeas corpus."

      "Habeas corpus doesn't apply to Imperial Decree, Ms. Evans." Haynes looked up, his eyes cold behind wire-rimmed glasses. "And this is an Imperial Decree."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "Usually, we offer a cancellation window," Haynes said, sounding bored. "For standard warrior matches. Even for high-ranking commanders, there is a negotiation period. But your genetic profile triggered a Priority One alert."

      He turned the datapad around and slid it across the table.

      Emily looked down. A face stared back at her. A Latharian male. He was terrifyingly handsome, with dark hair and green eyes that seemed to burn even through the digital image. He wore a crown of simple, unadorned iron.

      "You haven't been matched to a warrior or a colonist, Ms. Evans," Haynes said softly. "You have been matched to the Emperor himself.”

      The silence in the room pressed down on her.

      "The... Emperor," she repeated. The words sounded nonsensical. "The king of the aliens."

      "The ruler of the Latharian Empire. The most powerful individual in the known galaxy." Haynes straightened his cuffs. "Rejection of a direct match to the Blood Royal is… well, it’s probably considered an act of war. You aren't just a bride, Ms. Evans. You are now a treaty obligation."

      "I'm a what?" Her voice rose, cracking. "I’m a person! You can't just wrap me in a bow and ship me off to—to some asshole alien in a crown because a computer said we have chemistry!"

      "It is not about chemistry. It is about genetics. And it is done." Haynes checked his watch. "Your transport is in orbit. Your escort is here."

      "Escort?" She backed away, hitting the wall. “Oh no… I’m not going. I’m not going anywhere with anyone."

      The door behind Haynes slid open.

      "I am afraid," a new voice rumbled, deep enough to vibrate in the floorboards, "that you do not have a choice."

      Emily stopped breathing.

      The man—no, the alien—that filled the doorway was massive. He had to be seven feet tall, his shoulders so broad he had to turn slightly to enter the room. He was clad in black leather that looked battle-worn, hugging muscles that seemed carved from granite. Long, pale blond hair was pulled back in intricate braids, revealing a face of harsh, predatory angles.

      But it was his eyes that froze her blood. They were violet. Vivid, beautiful purple with vertical, slit pupils like a cat.

      He stepped into the room, and the air felt too thin.

      She felt a yank in her chest, a physical sensation like a hook snagging behind her ribs. It pulled her toward him, a terrifying, magnetic drag. Her knees weakened, almost dropping her to a puddle on the floor.

      What the hell?

      The warrior ignored Haynes completely. His gaze locked onto her, intense and unblinking. He looked at her not like a woman, but like an object. Something to be transported. He stalked forward, the heavy thud of his boots echoing in the small room. Stopping three feet away, he towered over her, radiating heat against her skin.

      "I am Raaevik K'Vass," he said. His voice was gravel and steel, a low sound that sent shivers down her spine. "I am from the Emperor's Guard. And you are coming with me."

      She looked up, craning her neck to meet those alien, purple eyes. Blood pounded in her throat. She thought of her mother. She thought of the shelter. She thought of running.

      But looking at him, yeah… running was pointless.

      "Go to hell," she whispered.

      He didn't smile. But the corner of his eye twitched, just once.

      "The shuttle is waiting," he said. "Walk, little female. Or I will carry you."
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        * * *

      

      Raaevik stepped into the room, and froze.

      She was small. That registered first. A swirl of dark curls and a jacket too big for her frame. Then her eyes met his, and a single word rolled through his mind: Mine.

      His breath snagged in his throat. He forced his face into a mask of stone, locking his muscles against the tremor that threatened to run through him.

      He stared at the female. Emily Evans. The Emperor’s matched mate.

      No, not his. Mine.

      Panic, cold and sharp, sliced through the heat in his blood. This was treason. To even think it was treason. This female belonged to his emperor. She was sacred. Untouchable.

      He walled himself off and focused on the mission. Retrieve the asset. Deliver the asset. Do not⁠—

      She shifted against his grip, and her scent hit him like a fist. His thoughts scattered…

      Blinking, he shook his head and forced his mind back on track. Back on the mission.

      "The shuttle is waiting," he said. "Walk, little female. Or I will carry you."

      She flinched at his tone but didn't back down as she glared up at him. "My name is Emily. And I’m not going anywhere with you."

      Frustration rolled through him. He really didn't have time for this. The schedule was tight, and he had two mission briefings later. He crossed the distance between them in two strides.

      "Hey!" she yelped as he reached for her.

      He ignored her protest, closing his hand around her upper arm. She was tiny, his fingers nearly meeting around her upper arm. But the moment he touched her, heat scorched over his skin, and every muscle in his body locked against the urge to claim her.

      He gritted his teeth so hard his jaw ached, shoving the impulse down into the dark. He pushed her toward the door, careful not to use his full strength, though the urge to tuck her against his chest and snarl at anyone who came near was almost overpowering.

      "Let go of me!" She dug her heels into the carpet, a futile gesture against his momentum. "You can't just kidnap people! There are laws!"

      "Imperial decree supersedes local law," he grunted, scanning the hallway. Clear. Two security guards stood at the end, looking nervous. All the civilians had scattered.

      The human male, Haynes, scrambled out of their way, pressing himself against the wall like he expected Raaevik to bite him.

      Smart male.

      "You can't do this!" she hissed, digging her heels in as he hauled her down the corridor. "I have rights! I have a job! I have a cat!"

      "The Emperor will provide you with a new feline if you require one." He pushed through the heavy glass front doors and out onto the street.

      "I don't want a new cat! I want my life back!" She swung her free hand, smacking his forearm. "Let me go, you giant leather-clad tree trunk!"

      "No."

      She shrieked, almost bursting his eardrums. Who knew human females could be so loud?

      "What the fuck! Who do you think you are?"

      "I am your escort," he said. "And you are talking too much."

      "I'll stop talking when you stop manhandling me!"

      He didn't answer. He couldn't. It took every ounce of his concentration to keep moving, to scan the perimeter for threats, while ignoring the way her body heat seared him even through his gloves.

      He marched her down the block toward the private landing pad the local government had cleared for them. It was a short distance, but with her dragging her feet and arguing every step of the way, it felt like a march across the Nine Wastes.

      "Are you even listening to me?" she demanded, breathless from trying to keep up with his stride. "I said I get motion sick! If you put me on a spaceship, I am so throwing up on your boots."

      "The shuttle has inertial dampeners," he grunted, his eyes scanning the rooftops. "You will not vomit."

      She slid him a sideways glance. "You don't know my stomach."

      They turned the corner into the secured alleyway where the transport waited. It was a standard-issue Imperial shuttle, sleek and black, designed for speed and discretion.

      He stopped dead. Emily slammed into his back.

      "Oof! What is⁠—"

      "Quiet," he hissed.

      He stared at the craft. The running lights were dark. The faint hum of the standby generator was absent. The boarding ramp was sealed, but the access panel near the airlock had been pried open, wires hanging loose like spilled guts.

      He froze, every instinct on alert.

      "What's wrong?" she asked, her voice losing some of its fire. She looked at the dark ship, then up at him. "Why aren't the lights on?"

      "Keep quiet," he growled. "Something's wrong."

      He swept his gaze around the alley. High walls on three sides and one exit: the way they’d come. The landing pad was in a kill box.

      "Wrong?" Her voice squeaked. "Like… ?"

      "I don't know, yet." He grabbed her, harder this time. "Move."

      Not waiting for her to argue, he hauled her back the way they'd come. Instead of returning to the street, he dragged her into the narrow recess between two brick buildings. It was a service entrance for waste disposal, filled with metal bins and the stench of refuse.

      "Ew! What are you doing?"

      "Taking cover," he growled, shoving her into the corner where the brick met concrete and positioning himself in front of her. He was a wall of muscle and leather between her and the threat.

      He tapped the comms unit on his wrist bracer. "K'Vass to Devan Control. Priority One."

      Static hissed in his ear.

      "K'Vass to Control. Do you copy?"

      Nothing but white noise. Jammed.

      "Draanth."

      "What's going on?" Emily whispered. She was pressed against the brick, her eyes wide, the earlier defiance dimmed now.

      "Stay down."

      He switched frequencies, bypassing the standard channels and keying in the emergency extraction code reserved for the Emperor’s personal guard. It was a short-range, high-frequency burst designed to punch through standard jamming.

      His comm pinged that the signal had sent. Beacon active. It would call in any local imperial assets to their rescue, overriding whatever mission they were on.

      Now they waited.

      The space was tight. Too tight. He was pressed almost against her, his boots bracketing her feet. The smell of the garbage bins was pungent, but it couldn't mask her scent. Fear spiked her pheromones, making them sharper, more potent.

      He needed to protect her.

      He looked down at her. She was staring up at him, her chest heaving. Her lips were parted, breath coming in short, shallow gasps. But as he looked down at her, the terror faded from her eyes, and he realised. She wasn't looking at the alley entrance. She was looking at him. Her pulse jumped in the hollow of her throat, the tiny movement catching his eye. He smelled the salt of her sweat and the sweet, underlying scent of her skin.

      He was hard. Painfully, traitorously hard, straining against the leather of his pants. He tried to look away, to focus on the alley entrance, but his gaze was dragged back to her face.

      Her gaze dropped to his mouth, then back up to his eyes. There was confusion there, yes. But also something else. Awareness…

      He wanted to touch her. To run his hand down the curve of her cheek, to tangle his fingers in those wild curls, to press her back against the brick and⁠—

      A roar overhead shattered the moment. The air pressure in the alley dropped as engines screamed. Dust and trash swirled into a mini-cyclone, stinging his face. He looked up. A combat dropship, bearing the Imperial crest, hovered above the buildings, its repulsor engines angling downward.

      Extraction.

      He didn't feel relief. Instead, anger rolled through him that the moment was broken.

      He grabbed her arm. "Move!"

      "Wait! Is that⁠—"

      He didn't let her finish. He hauled her out of the alley and toward the descending ramp, all his instincts screaming one word...

      MINE.
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      The dropship didn't land so much as it fell out of the sky, braking at the last second with a scream that rattled her teeth in her skull.

      The narrow alley turned into a wind tunnel. Garbage bins toppled, throwing rubbish across the wet pavement, and a cloud of grit whipped into a frenzy.

      Emily threw her hands up, squeezing her eyes shut as the world dissolved into madness.

      Then the madness vanished. Or rather, it was blocked.

      A wall of heat and leather slammed into her. Raaevik curled his massive body around hers, hunching over to shield her from the flying debris. He was huge, a solid barrier against the wind. She pressed against him, feeling the hardness of his heavily-muscled frame... everywhere. God, he was built like a freaking mountain. And he was wrapped around her.

      It was terrifying and also the safest she had ever felt in her life. Ever.

      Which was absurd. The man was her kidnapper, and the reason she was cowering in an alley next to a skip full of rotting vegetables. But as a piece of brick ricocheted off his shoulder with a dull thud, she didn't pull away. Instead, she buried her face in his coat. Safe. God help her.

      The wind died, and the engines’ scream dropped to a throbbing hum.

      "Move," Raaevik growled, but before she could reply, the ground fell away.

      He didn't grab her arm or shove her this time. Instead, he hooked one arm under her knees, the other around her back, and suddenly she was airborne. She gasped, clutching his shoulders. He lifted her as if she weighed nothing.

      She blinked. One second, they were in the alley, and the next, he strode up the lowered ramp of the ship with a speed that shouldn't have been possible for someone carrying another being.

      "Put me down!" she struggled against his grip. "I have legs!"

      He ignored her.

      They crossed the threshold into the ship’s belly, and the air changed. The city's humidity vanished, replaced by recycled, metallic dryness. The lighting was dim, bathed in a harsh, tactical red glow. And it smelled, not like garbage, but like weapons oil and sweat.

      Raaevik deposited her into a seat along the bulkhead. It wasn't a passenger seat. It was a crash harness, rigid and utilitarian, clearly designed for someone much larger than she was.

      "Stay," he ordered.

      "I'm not a dog," she snapped, scrambling to sit upright as the seat's padding, or lack of it, dug into her back.

      He didn't respond. He leaned over her, his hands moving to the straps hanging above her shoulders.

      Way too close.

      In the cramped confines, he was overwhelming. His hair brushed against her cheek as he reached across her. His chest was a wall of black leather inches from her nose. She held her breath, trying not to inhale, but it was useless. His scent — leather and something dark, like rain on hot stone and sheer male — filled her nostrils, hitting her on a primal level and making her feel light-headed.

      For a second, she had the insane urge to lean forward and nuzzle the side of his neck.

      Get a grip, Em, she hissed to herself. He was an alien warlord’s goon, not her date.

      He clicked the buckles together over her chest, tightening the straps until she was firmly pinned but not crushed. His knuckles brushed the swell of her breast as he adjusted the cross-harness, and she flinched.

      He froze.

      Slowly, he pulled back. His violet eyes locked onto hers. In the red light, they looked black. There was no apology in his gaze, just an intensity that made her skin prickle.

      He checked the buckle one last time, giving it a sharp tug. Satisfied, he straightened.

      "Secure," he muttered, more to himself than her, just as the deck lurched.

      Her stomach dropped into her shoes, and she clung to her harness. The engines roared again, a deeper, bone-shaking sound that vibrated through the seat's metal frame. Gravity pressed down on her chest, heavy and relentless.

      "Oh god," she whispered, squeezing her eyes shut. "Oh god, we're going to die."

      They were leaving Earth.

      The realization hit her harder than the G-force. She wasn't just going to a quiet office to sort this out. She was leaving the planet. Leaving the shelter. Leaving Austin to wonder where she went. Leaving⁠—

      "My cat," she blurted out, opening her eyes.

      Raaevik looked down at her from where he was standing, gripping an overhead strap with one hand, riding the violent ascent as he did every day. Thinking about it, he probably did.

      "I need to text Amelia," she said, her voice rising. She fumbled for her pocket, but the harness pinned her arms too tightly. "I need to tell her to feed Barnaby. He’s diabetic! He needs his insulin shots, or he gets lethargic and⁠—"

      "No comms," Raaevik said. "Too dangerous. Use of unauthorized communication devices is prohibited."

      "He's a cat! He doesn't care about prohibited comms or anything! He just knows his bowl is empty!" She struggled against the straps. "Let me send one text. Just one. 'Feed Barnaby. I've been abducted by aliens.'"

      Raaevik stared at her. For a moment, she thought he was going to ignore her again. Then, the harsh line of his mouth softened.

      "The cat will be fed." His voice was still gravel, still deep enough to drown in, but the bite was gone. "I'll send someone. The feline won't starve."

      She blinked. "You... you will?"

      "Yes."

      He turned away, scanning the transport. She looked around for the first time. Shit, they weren't alone.

      Three other aliens sat in the harnesses near the back of the compartment. They were massive, just like Raaevik, wearing similar dark leather combat uniforms. They sat perfectly still, hands loose near their holsters, radiating a silent, professional menace.

      Except for the one on the end. He'd taken off his helmet, and he was young. Younger than Raaevik for sure, with skin the color of burnished copper and a shock of dark hair. He was looking at her with curiosity.

      Catching her eye, he smiled. It was a small thing. Tentative.

      "Welcome aboard, little⁠—"

      Raaevik exploded, moving so fast that her brain couldn't track it. One second he was standing in the aisle; the next, there was a blur of motion and a sickening clang of metal as he slammed the man’s head back against the bulkhead, denting the plating. A snarl ripped from his throat, a feral, guttural sound.

      "Do not," Raaevik hissed, face inches from the other warrior's, "look at her."

      The younger warrior’s hands came up in surrender. His eyes were wide, shocked.

      "Sub-Commander," he choked out. "I meant no⁠—"

      "Eyes. Forward." Raaevik’s voice dropped to a murderous whisper. "If you speak to her, if you look at her, I will rip your tongue out."

      The silence that followed was absolute. Even the engines seemed to quiet down.

      She sat frozen in her harness as she stared at Raaevik’s back. The muscles in his shoulders were bunched tight, trembling with restrained violence.

      Slowly, Raaevik released the other alien. He stepped back, straightening his jacket with a sharp, jerky motion. He didn't look at the other aliens. He didn't need to. They were all staring rigidly at the floor, terrified to even blink.

      He turned back to her. His pupils were blown wide, swallowing the violet until his eyes were black pits. He looked like he wanted to hit something else. Several somethings.

      "Are you hurt?" he demanded.

      "Am I...?" She gaped at him. "You just assaulted your coworker because he said hello!"

      "He was disrespectful."

      "He smiled. Call the space cops."

      He didn't answer, glaring at her. He braced himself as the ship banked sharply, his feet planted wide on the deck.

      She swallowed hard. The adrenaline was fading, leaving behind a cold, creeping dread. She knew how to read aggression.

      On humans. She had no idea how to read aliens.

      "So," she said, trying to keep her voice level. She forced herself to take a breath. All she had to do was figure out the rules, and she could work from there. "Is this standard operating procedure? Beating up anyone who looks at the package?"

      Raaevik’s gaze flicked to hers. "You are not a package."

      She arched her brow. "Really? Because you're treating me like cargo. Very fragile, very expensive cargo that you don't want anyone else to touch."

      "You are the Emperor's matched mate," he said, the words stiff. "You are sacred."

      "Sacred," she repeated, ignoring the bitterness of the word. "Hmmm... Is that why you kidnapped me? Because I'm sacred?"

      "We retrieved you."

      "Against my will."

      "Your will is irrelevant compared to the needs of the Empire."

      "Oh wow. Okay. You really bought into the cult crap, didn't you?" She glared up at him. "Does his majesty, the emperor, know his head cheerleader is this intense? Or is this just a personal hobby of yours?"

      A muscle feathered in Raaevik's jaw. "My loyalty to the Emperor is absolute. To serve him is the highest honor. To protect what is his is the only purpose of my existence."

      "And if he told you to jump out the airlock?" she asked.

      "I would ask which one."

      "If he told you to kill me?"

      Raaevik went still.

      "He would not," Raaevik said softly. "You are his matched mate."

      "But if he did?" She pushed. "If your glorious Emperor decided I wasn't sacred anymore. If he said, 'Raaevik, dispose of her.' Would you do it?"

      He stared down at her. His eyes had gone dark, the violet barely a ring around all that black.

      "I am sworn to his service," he said, his voice devoid of all emotion. "It is not my place to question his orders."
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        * * *

      

      The dropship ramp hit the deck with a clang that vibrated up through Emily's bones.

      Raaevik's hand closed around her elbow before Emily’s feet even touched the metal. Not rough, but not gentle either. Just there.

      "Stay close," he said.

      She wanted to tell him to fuck off, given that he was attached to her like a barnacle with boundary issues. But the words died in her throat the moment she looked up.

      Holy. Shit.

      Devan Station was... immense.

      The docking bay stretched in every direction, a cathedral of gleaming metal and soaring arches. Ships of varying sizes sat in orderly rows, their hulls catching the artificial light. After the cramped filth of the alley and the claustrophobic darkness of the dropship, the sheer scale of it made her feel like an ant stumbling into a museum.

      Then they descended on her.

      They came from everywhere. Not warriors, but slender alien men in flowing robes of iridescent grey. They lacked the sheer, overpowering bulk of the Lathar warriors and moved with a fluid energy. Their hands were soft, their voices high and overlapping, punctuated by sharp gestures and nods.

      "The Match has arrived⁠—"

      "Inform the Emperor⁠—“

      "—her condition, look at her condition⁠—"

      One grabbed her other arm as another touched her hair. A third was speaking directly into her face in accented English, something about protocols and timing, but the words blurred together into white noise.

      "Hey!" She tried to pull back. "Excuse me, I⁠—"

      Nobody gave a flying rat's ass. They moved, and she was forced to move along with them, swept along like debris in a current. She craned her neck, looking for Raaevik, and found him a couple of steps behind. He stalked after her like a shadow, his violet eyes tracking every hand that touched her.

      Good. At least the fanatic was consistent.

      They herded her through a set of massive doors and down a corridor that seemed to stretch forever. The walls were inlaid with something that looked like mother-of-pearl, catching the light and fracturing it into rainbows. It would have been beautiful if she hadn’t been frog-marched through it like a prisoner.

      There was another door and another room.

      This one was smaller. Private. And packed with even more of the fussy, robed male attendants.

      "In here, Your Grace."

      The title made her blink. She opened her mouth to correct them, but hands were already pulling at her jacket.

      "Wait! Stop⁠—“

      They didn't wait.

      The jacket came off. Then her shirt. Then everything else.

      She stood frozen, stunned into immobility as strangers stripped her with the efficiency of a pit crew. Her brain couldn't catch up. Shit. This wasn't happening. This couldn't be happening. She was standing in a room full of alien men in her underwear, without so much as a by-your-leave.

      "The fabric is unsuitable," one announced, holding up her pants like they were contaminated. "Dispose of it."

      “Hey! They’re mine!" she managed, but the bustle around her swallowed her voice.

      "Unsanitary."

      They peeled off her bra. Her underwear.

      "Eep!" She squeaked as heat flooded her face, burning all the way to her hairline. She slapped her hands over her chest and groin, curling in on herself as her gaze shot toward the door.

      Oh god. Raaevik.

      He was right there.

      But he wasn't looking.

      The big warrior stood just inside the threshold, feet planted wide, arms crossed over that massive chest, staring fixedly at one of the ceiling panels. The leather of his jacket strained across a chest broad enough to land a dropship on.

      He was guarding the room. But he was giving her the only thing these other men wouldn’t… Privacy.

      The attendants tutted at her modesty, pulling at her hands. “Please, Your Grace. We must assess the canvas."

      Canvas. She was just a freaking canvas to them.

      They guided her into an adjoining room. A bath… no, not a bath. It was a damn pool. The water was warm and smelled of flowers she didn't recognize, sweet and cloying. She was all but shoved into the water, and myriad hands scrubbed at her skin with soft brushes. Fingers worked through her hair, untangling the curls that had become matted during her alley adventure. Something oily was massaged into her scalp, her shoulders, the small of her back.

      She stood in the center of it all like a prize poodle being groomed, or… cargo being polished for delivery.

      One of the attendants pressed something against her upper arm. A small, cool square that tingled for half a second and then dissolved into her skin before she could look at it. A second followed on the other arm, gone just as fast.

      "Hey, what was⁠—"

      "Standard preparation, Your Grace."

      That was it. No explanation, no asking permission. Just two somethings absorbed into her body and an attendant already moving on to her hair. Just another indignity in a long line of them. The anger was there, buried under layers of shock and smothered by the sheer overwhelming wrongness of everything.

      They lifted her out of the pool and patted her dry with towels softer than anything she'd ever felt. The air was cool against her damp skin, raising goosebumps on her arms.

      “Her grace is cold."

      "The robes."

      Someone approached with fabric draped over their arms. It looked like silk, and they wrapped it around her, layer after layer. It was deep blue shot through with threads of silver that caught the light and clung to her, highlighting the curves she'd spent years learning not to hate. Her mother's voice echoed in her head: If you'd just lose ten pounds, Emily. If you'd just try a little harder.

      The attendants stepped back to admire their work.

      "Perfect… The Emperor will be pleased."

      "Your Grace looks radiant."

      Your Grace.

      This time, the words stuck and burrowed under her skin. Your Grace. As in, the future Empress. As in, the woman who would marry a man she'd never met. As in, property of the Latharian Empire.

      Panic rose to lock off her throat.

      She looked around the room, searching for something… anything. The attendants moved around her in their endless circles, like sharks, adjusting a hem here and smoothing a wrinkle there, utterly oblivious to the fact that she was drowning.

      Oh god, the walls were too close. The silk was too tight around her. The scent of alien flowers was too strong… she couldn’t breathe.

      Lifting her eyes, she caught Raaevik’s gaze. No longer studying the ceiling now that she was dressed, he was looking right at her. Watching her with those unsettling violet eyes.

      She stared at him, clinging to his presence like a lifeline.

      He crossed the room in three strides. The attendants parted around him without comment, their hands never pausing in their work. He stopped in front of her, close enough that she had to crane her neck to look at his face.

      Fuck, he was big. Up close, he seemed even bigger.

      "You are distressed.” It wasn’t a question.

      "Brilliant observation." Her voice cracked. "Did the advanced alien technology tell you that, or did you figure it out from the hyperventilating?"

      His jaw tightened. For a moment, she thought he would snap back at her—or worse, ignore her the way everyone else was. Instead, he leaned down.

      His breath was warm against her ear, and his voice was soft, pitched so that only she could hear. "You outrank everyone in this room."

      She blinked. "What?"

      "You are the Emperor's Match. The future Empress. Your authority exceeds theirs." He leaned back to look at her. "If you want them gone, tell them to leave."

      She stared at him. "I... they won't listen."

      "They will."

      "I tried. I told them to stop, and they⁠—"

      "You asked. Politely." An expression flickered in his gaze—not quite amusement, but close. "You are the Empress to be. You do not ask. You command. There is a difference."

      She swallowed hard. Her throat was dry, her heart still racing. But something in his certainty sparked a tiny ember of defiance in her chest.

      She was Emily freaking Evans. She'd survived twenty-eight years of Miranda Evans.

      She could certainly handle a room full of fussy alien beauticians.

      "Everyone," she said.

      Her voice came out thin and wispy. The attendants didn't even look up.

      "Everyone," she tried again, louder this time. "I need you to⁠—"

      Nothing. They kept adjusting, smoothing, pinning.

      The panic clawed at her again, and this time her voice cracked entirely. "Please, I just need a minute, I⁠—"

      Raaevik moved.

      He straightened to his full height, all seven feet of hard muscle and violence, and his voice snapped through the room like a thunderclap.

      "OUT."

      The word wasn't loud. It didn't need to be. Every attendant in the room froze.

      "Now," Raaevik added, his tone deadly soft.

      They scattered, brushes clattering to the floor. The door hissed open, and they poured through it, moving with the speed of people who had just realized they were in the presence of a predator.

      In five seconds, the room was empty.

      The silence was deafening.

      Standing in the center of the space, wrapped in silk worth a fortune, she stared at the closed door. Her ears rang, and her hands trembled, but she could breathe.

      She rubbed at her upper arm absently. The skin where the patches had been felt normal. No mark, no residue. Nothing to show that anything had been there at all, which somehow made it worse.

      "What did they put on me?"

      Raaevik's gaze dropped to where her fingers were pressing into her arm. "A biotic. Standard immunization against anything aboard the station that your body hasn't encountered. And a neuro-translator."

      "A what?"

      "It will allow you to understand Latharian common speech. And most other languages used aboard."

      She stared at him. "They put something in my brain. Without asking."

      He didn't flinch. "Yes."

      "And you didn't stop them."

      "It is standard procedure for all⁠—"

      "Standard procedure." She laughed, and it came out high and brittle. "Someone put something in my brain that will change how I think, and it's standard procedure."

      "It changes how you hear. Not how you think."

      She opened her mouth to fire back, but the correction was so matter-of-fact, so devoid of condescension, that it took the wind out of her sails. She rubbed at her arm again. The skin was smooth. Unmarked. As though nothing had happened.

      Story of her life today.

      Sighing, she turned to look at Raaevik.

      He stood exactly where he had been, arms at his sides, watching her with that unreadable expression. He didn't look proud of himself. He didn't seem to expect gratitude. He just waited.

      Then he moved.

      Not toward her. Toward the corner of the room, where the attendants had discarded her clothes. Her jeans were gone, vaporized or whatever they did with "unsuitable fabric." But her boots sat in a heap by the wall, scuffed leather and worn soles, the only piece of Earth she had left.

      He picked them up and walked back to her.

      Holding her gaze, he knelt in front of her while she stared at him in shock. What was this… some kind of weird alien ritual? He’d kidnapped her, and now he had a submissive thing going on?

      “Lift up,” he ordered, motioning to her foot. She obeyed automatically.

      “Good girl,” he murmured, sliding her boots onto her feet one by one.

      "The silk slippers they provided have no traction," he said, not looking up. "The floors in the Great Hall are polished stone. You will slip."

      She stared at the top of his head. At the boots. At him kneeling at her feet.

      He'd noticed. When everyone else was busy erasing her, he'd noticed they were trying to throw away her boots. She blinked hard against the sting behind her eyes.

      No, absolutely not.

      There was no way she was going to cry over a pair of boots.
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